Is there a double standard when it comes to dementia care?
Dementia, a diagnostic syndrome that includes Alzheimer's disease (AD) and vascular dementia, affects more than 4 million Europeans. Its prevalence will increase as the population ages, even though half of cases remain undiagnosed. Dementia has a marked impact on the general health economy. The direct costs of caring for persons with AD alone exceed the cost of heart disease, cancer and stroke combined, primarily because of the need for expensive care in the later stages of the disease. Yet research spending for AD remains disproportionately small. Effective planning for the public health issues posed by AD mandates reduction of either the dependency or the prevalence of the disease. Some drug treatments have alleviated the symptoms of AD and improved the quality of life for patients and their families. However, many countries have introduced inappropriately stringent regulations for the use of medical therapy. These and related issues were addressed during the recent Facing Dementia Forum, in which 175 experts in dementia care discussed results of an extensive international survey. The experts identified three main barriers to effective care: (i) dementia is not considered a health care priority; (ii) there is a mistaken belief that nothing can be done about dementia; and (iii) early dementia is difficult to recognise. These observations provided a basis for the Agenda for Change, a series of strategies to overcome these barriers. The specific findings of the survey, as well as the Agenda for Change, will be reviewed in subsequent articles in this supplement.